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II seemed to never end. 

There was something strange about these steps at the end of which 
hovered this unseen Thing. It was as if you were in space itself. First 
you lifted one foot, slowly, oh so slowly, and then the other, and then 
the first one again, and then the other, all the time feeling as if you 
were stepping on nothing more solid than air. 

And still these stairs- — these steps — even the existence of this 
Something — had seemed real when the two of them began this never- 
ending climb. The steps had glowed, they had seemed lo beckon, and 
something had been whispering in the minds of each of them that there 
was an Intelligence up there in the shadows, a lonely intelligence, and 
that it was waiting for them. What form it took, what it looked like 
or could look like, was unimportant in the light of this one reality. 
There was an Intelligence up there in the mist; there were times when 
Forester felt it was a mocking, analytical intelligence which knew every 
faltering step the two of them were taking and was aware of every 
tremor of fear and hope as they climbed on. 

The stakes could be life or death, not only for himself but for the 
handful of others, Lyla included, who had landed on this insane planet 
where every living thing seemed united in wishing they would go. 

But return to Earth was impossible after all. There was no Earth. 

Scattered groups of men and women such as these, yesterday’s Empire 
builders — today’s pioneers, were stranded throughout the Galaxy, sud- 
denly facing the reality that the values and the mores of a world that 
was no more were meaningless when clutched at by these few, sur- 
rounded by vast infinity. Man had played with his bright new toys, 
played until the point of no return. Now these men and women, on 
Mars and on Venus and on planets earlier generations had not even 
known, had to plan not for Empire but for survival. 

They’d found a strange world here on Cleo. Carruthers, the leader 
of the expedition, hail named the glittering planet after Cleopatra, or 
Cleo for short. There was this feeling that even the plants were telling 
them to go. 

And new this fantastic cavern that the two of them, he and Lyla, had 
stumbled on, with these steps in the centre that led up into the shadows. 

Something was waiting up there, Forester felt, something ancient to a 
degree he could only sense, curious about these little people who had 
come to its planet, calmly indifferent to whether they would live or die. 

There was silence around him now — a menacing silence — a frightening 
silence to a man like Forester. 

Me drew his gun as he continued to climb, slowly, slowly, ever nearer 
to the mist 



